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There can be no greater evidence for the fact that not only has Panchayati Raj attracted women to politics in 
large numbers, but also that this wish to contest for elections seems to be most keenly felt among the women 
belonging to the SCs and STs. Approximately 85.8 per cent of all representatives surveyed were first-timers in the 
Panchayats, while 14.3 per cent had been elected for a second or third term That reservation has been critical to 
the representation of disadvantaged groups is confirmed by the fact that 88 per cent of them were elected on 
reserved seats. By contesting and getting elected to Panchayati Raj Institutions, women have shattered the saga 
of their own submissiveness - that women are not willing to enter politics. For women, successful grassroots 
experience has meant a chance to form eloquent voice, to be heard and to make a difference in their 
communities However, women’s representation in the decision-making positions with monitoring power is still 
negligible. The present rules of the game and decision-making procedure do not allow a greater participation of 
women and in the absence of women, there is no effort to recognize or change the game. The very absence of 
women at these levels thus leads to preservation and reinforcement of male-oriented and male benefiting types of 
decisions. Women’s low self-esteem at the household level and their new role in local politics where they are now 
expected to function as leader creates a contradiction between women’s role at home and in local government.  
 





Due to 73rd Amendment over a million women have come out of their homes for the first time to hold public office 
and to participate in public activities and this has been the most effective formal step towards political 
empowerment of women. By contesting and getting elected to Panchayati Raj Institutions, women have shattered 
the allegory of their own submissiveness - that women are not willing to enter politics. For women, successful 
grassroots experience has meant a chance to form eloquent voice, to be heard and to make a difference in their 
communities  It is a known fact that 40% of the elected women represented the marginalized sections and about 
70% women representatives were illiterate and most of them had no previous political experience1. Therefore, it 
was but natural that there was a widespread apprehension that women will be manipulated by men. However, in 
spite of several instances of such manipulation and capitulation by women, the presence of such a large number 
of women in Panchayats has indeed had a deep impact on gender equity. The occupation of the marginalized 
women of elected seats and chairperson’s posts in grassroots democratic governments is a huge social and 
political revolution, the significance of which would take at least a generation to fully unfold2. There are many 
                                                          
 
2 Tiwari, Nupur (2009): Rethinking the rotation term of reservation in panchayts, Economic and Political weekly, pp-23 
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instances where women have been self-motivated to fight an election. In several instances, the Gram Sabha has 
persuaded women with leadership potential to stand for elections. The successful EWRs, now   act as a kind of 
role models for the others. Without the system of reservation, women would have had no role to play in 
grassroots politics in India.  
 
There are a huge number of Panchayats working in different circumstances, the extent of empowerment of 
women vary from region to region and Panchayats work under different legal frameworks – as States have the 
discretion to define the scope and ambit of Panchayati Raj – every spectrum of political behavior, ranging from 
abject subordination of women to remarkable instances of social and political assertiveness can be seen in the 
functioning of Panchayats. Therefore, examples are merely anecdotes – true only in respect of the instance 
quoted - and have very little value in terms of deriving conclusions about Panchayati Raj. Surely, an endeavor to 
broad base democracy on this scale is bound to have shortcomings and setbacks, and would need course 
correction. However, there is no taking away from the fact that there have been huge benefits, which have not 
been fully understood or studied, to empowerment and development through Panchayati Raj. 
 
  
Representation of Elected Women Representatives  in Village Panchayats across States 
 
The Constitution prescribes only a minimum level of reservation of one third for women in Panchayats but the 
States have the leeway to mandate more than that level.  Bihar took the bold step of reserving 50% of the 
Panchayat seats for women. Currently, elected women representatives are in place in 54 percent of seats in 
Bihar’s panchayats. Bihar’s example was followed by Sikkim, which increased their reservations for women to 












Figure1, Study on Elected Women Representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions based on a Nationwide Survey 
by AC Nielson ORG-MARG, Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India, New Delhi 
 




The Constitution (73rd and 74th Amendment) Act, 1992 sets out in detail in Article 243D, the manner in which 
reservations are to be provided to women and persons belonging to the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. 
                                                          
3Article 243 D (1 )Seats shall be reserved for-(a) the Scheduled Castes; and (b)  the Scheduled Tribes, 
in  every Panchayat and the number of seats so reserved shall bear, as nearly  as may be, the same proportion to the total 
number of seats to be  filled  by direct election in that Panchayat as the population  of the Scheduled Castes in that Panchayat 
area or of the Scheduled Tribes in  that Panchayat area bears to the total population of that area and such  seats may be 
allotted by rotation to different constituencies in a Panchayat. 
 
Article 243 D (2)  Not  less  than one-third of the total number of  seats  reserved under  clause  (1)  shall  be  reserved for  
women  belonging  to  the Scheduled Castes or, as the case may be, the Scheduled Tribes. 
 
Article 243 D (3)  Not  less than one-third (including the number of seats  reserved for  women belonging to the Scheduled 
Castes and the Scheduled Tribes) of  the total number of seats to be filled by direct election in every Panchayat  shall be 
reserved for women and such seats may be  allotted by rotation to different constituencies in a Panchayat. 
 
4Article 243 D (4)  The offices of the Chairpersons in the Panchayats at the  village or  any  other level shall be 
reserved for the Scheduled  Castes,  the Scheduled  Tribes  and  women in such manner as the Legislature  of  a 
State may, by law, provide: 
Provided  that the number of offices of Chairpersons reserved for  the Scheduled  Castes  and the Scheduled Tribes 
in the Panchayats at  each level  in  any  State  shall  bear, as nearly  as  may  be,  the  same proportion  to  the total 
number of such offices in the Panchayats  at each  level as the population of the Scheduled Castes in the State  or 
of  the Scheduled Tribes in the State bears to the total population of the State: 
Provided further that not less than one-third of the total number of offices of Chairpersons in the Panchayats at each 
level  shall  be reserved for women: 
Provided also that the number of offices reserved under this clause shall be allotted by rotation to different 
Panchayats at each level.  
 
5 Article 243 D (6) Nothing in this Part shall prevent the Legislature of a State from making any provision for 
reservation of seats in any Panchayat or offices of Chairpersons in the Panchayats at any level in favour of backward 




Kind of reservation Roles of State and Centre Clause 
To seats to be filled by 
direct election in each 
Panchayat for women, 
SCs and STs, 
Mandatorily prescribed by the Constitution itself, upto a 
minimum of 33 percent for women and in proportion to the 






To posts of chairpersons 
in each Panchayat, 
Mandatory according to the Constitution, but the detailed 




For backward classes of 
citizens  




The gist of these clauses is as follows:   
 
(a) There are three kinds of reservations provided for in the Constitution as follows:  
 
(b) Reservations to elected seats are mandated directly by the Constitution, in accordance with the following 
pattern:  
 
(i) One-third of the total number of seats to be filled by direct election in every  Panchayat are to 
be reserved for women. This is inclusive of the reservation provided for women belonging to the 
SCs and STs (See iii below). [See Article 243D(3)] 
 
(ii) For persons belonging to the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, reservations in each 
Panchayat are to be provided, based on the proportion of the population of SCs and STs 
respectively in each Panchayat concerned. [See Article 243D(1)] 
 
(iii) Within the reservation provided for persons belonging to the SCs and STs as detailed at (ii) 
above, not less than one-third of the total number of seats that are reserved for the respective 
categories in each Panchayat concerned are to be reserved for women belonging to the SCs 
and STs, [See Article 243D(2)] 
 
(c) These seats may be allotted by rotation to different constituencies within a Panchayat (Article 243D (1) & 
243D (3)). 
 
(d) The provisions for reservations to the offices of Chairpersons are nearly identical to the above provisions 
regarding reservations to elected seats. The additional features of reservations to the offices of 
Chairpersons are as follows:  
 
(i) While providing for reservations up to a minimum level of one third in respect of women and in 
proportion to the population in each Panchayat for SCs and STs, the manner in which this is 
done is left to the legislature of a State to provide by law. [See Article 243D (4)]. 
 
(ii) Unlike in the case of rotation of reservations to elected seats, which is discretionary, the rotation 
of reservations to offices of Chairpersons of different Panchayats is mandatory. [See the 
second proviso to Article 243D (4)]. 
 
Table 2:  Figures Regarding Overall Representation Of Scs/Sts And Women In Pri’s 
 




 No. of Panchyats No. of ERs SCs STs Women 
Zila Parishads 542 15,613 17.5 % 11.0 % 37.2 % 
Intermediate 
Panchayats 
6,094 156,794 21.0 % 7.3 % 37.1 % 
Village Panchayats 232,855 2,645,883 18.4 % 11.5% 36.9 % 
Total ERs (%) - - 18.5 % 11.3 % 36.9 % 
Total ERs (N) 239,491 2,818,290 521,522 317,479 1,039,058 
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The Survey Report: 
 
A recent survey6, commissioned by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj and executed by the Nielsen Company – ORG 
Marg under the guidance of an academic advisory committee, provides many new insights into Social and 
Political empowerment of women in the new Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). This is the largest-ever survey on 
any aspect of Panchayat functioning, covering Gram Panchayats in 23 states, with a total sample size of over 
20,000, including Elected Women Representatives (EWRs), Elected Male Representatives (EMRs), ex-EWRs, 
official functionaries and members of the community. Nearly three-fourths of the EWRs in the sample belonged to 
the Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and OBC categories, and were evenly divided above and below the 
poverty line.  
 
Reservation has played a significant role as four-fifths of all the representatives got elected from reserved seats. 
The role of reservation was also evident from the fact that it emerged as an important motivator (43%) for 
contesting the first election as much as its withdrawal was an important reason for not contesting the election 
among former women representatives (39%). 
 
The majority of the elected representatives had contested only one election (87%) and hence the proportion of 
first timers in politics was also high (86%). Around 14 percent were re-elected more than once at the gram 
Panchayat level. Further analysis showed that the majority of ex-women representatives could not get re-elected 
because the seat from where they were elected was de-reserved in the next round. 
  
While no gender discrimination in the Panchayat is reported by 60% of elected women representatives, 
acceptability in Panchayat meetings and enabling them to raise issues freely was mentioned by 94%. A 
supportive professional environment evidently motivates elected women representatives to perform better, as 60-
64 % reported an increase in their interaction with line departments and parallel bodies.  
 
Table 3: Comparison of change experienced by SC & ST and all women representative* 
 
Empowering changes after election % SC/ST % All 
EWRs 
Notes on EWR data 
from Report 
Internal reason for poor participation –proxy 
status, fear, low self confidence, knowledge, 
compliance to traditional caste and gender roles 
72 22.9 Table 4.8, pg 56 
Greater self-confidence 55 78 Table 7.1, pg 131 
Increased leadership skills 31 69.8  
Family share responsibility for looking after 
children 
39.8 62.4  
More role allowed in family decision making 39.8 68-75  
More respected after the election 58.4 79  
65  
Able to speak up in their households and Gram 
Sabha more freely  
34.3 67.9  
                                                          
6 Study on Elected Women Representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions (EWRs)( 2008) based on a Nationwide Survey by AC Nielson ORG-MARG, 





Greater self-esteem exhibited by SC/ST 
representatives 
32.5 77.1  
Officials accepted invitation to visit panchayat  39.3 43.1  
Officials supported in implementing schemes 36.8 40.8  
Officials took prompt action on women 
requests/complaints 
34.2 40.8  
*Data on SC/ST women representatives from Mangubhai et al. 2009, on All EWRs  from the EWR Report (MoPR 2009) 
 
Even the participation of common women citizens in various activities such as attending Gram Sabha meeting, 
etc. has reportedly increased (68-78%).However, issues related to the planning for rural development works and 
identification of BPL families were discussed mainly by the Male Pradhans and Ward Members. 
 
While 21% claimed to be self-motivated, about 22% said that their spouse had inspired them, which was higher in 
the case of women representatives (30%). Interestingly, members of community groups (such as Mahila 
Mandals, Self Help Groups, Youth Clubs, Cooperatives, etc.)  Seems to have played an important role, as 22 % 
of elected representatives reported how they were motivated to take the plunge in electoral politics.  
 




% SC/ST women* % All 
EWRs** 
Notes on EWR data from Report 
President/Sarpanch/Pradhan 











meeting during their 
term 
52.4   
Called Panchayat 
meeting 
35.3 86 Pg 75, refer to Gram Sabha 




31.9 93.6 As above 
Voluntarily signed 
resolutions 
27.7 34.4 5.22, pg 91 
Played significant role in 
the distribution of 
development schemes 
18.5 55.9 Table 5.23, pg. 92 
Vocal in raising issues 26 94.1 Table 5.11, pg 83, refers to Gram 
Sabha 
Ward Members 
Raised issue in 
Panchayat meeting 
52.2 94.1 Table 7.10, pg 137 
Issues discussed/ 
considered 
“Few times” 79.7 As above  
*From Mangubhai et al 2009, **from EWR Report 2009 
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However, 8% of the elected representatives-mainly from West Bengal, Sikkim, Tripura and Kerala-also disclosed 
the role of political parties in motivating them. Husbands (30%) and other family members (12%) were reported 
as playing an important role in motivating women representatives to contest elections the first time. 
 
The economic status of more than half (54%) of the elected representatives was above the poverty line (APL) as 
per the village list reported by the respondents. There were a higher proportion of APL individuals in the case of 
Pradhans (72%), as compared to ward members (50%). Almost two-fifths (38%) of all EWRs were reportedly, 
below the poverty line , the majority of this category being ward members (41%) rather than Pradhans (24%). 
This indicates, overall, that the Pradhans are better off than other Panchayat members. However, not much 
difference was observed between the economic status of male and female elected representatives. 
 
One-third of elected representatives report interactions with the police, local bureaucracy and officials in the line 
departments to discuss scheme and participation in elections campaigns. Taking proactive initiatives in signing 
petitions, participating in protests, alerting media or notifying police/court about local problems was mentioned by 
24-35 percent of elected representatives. 
 
That reservation has been critical to the representation of disadvantaged groups is confirmed by the fact that 88 
per cent of them were elected on reserved seats. Approximately 85.8 per cent of all representatives surveyed 
were first-timers in the Panchayats, while 14.3 per cent had been elected for a second or third term. While 15 per 
cent of women pradhans had been re-elected twice or more, 37 per cent of the male pradhans had been similarly 
re-elected. Of the ex-EWRs interviewed, 11 per cent said they had contested but lost the election, while 39 per 
cent indicated that they did not contest a re-election because the seat had been de-reserved 
 
 




Now majority of women representatives are no more proxy of their male relative patrons. 58 percent of women 
representatives are now taking their own decisions to contest elections. This is a big achievement. 15 percent of 
women Pradhans are able to win elections second time. Women belonging to younger age groups of 21-35 years 
have shown better performance compared to the women belonging to the age group of 35 years and above. 
Women members of active committees at village level were found to be more successful at Panchayat 
level.Again quoting the Report, Dalits were also benefited by the whole process. Reservation has inspired and 
prompted them to contest elections 
 
 
Table 6: Continuity As Elected Representatives 
 
 Pradhan Ward member 
Male Female Male Female 
N=461 N=907 N=1377 N=3973 
1st Timers 62.7 84.6 79.8 90.8 
2nd Timers 24.5 12.0 14.7 7.9 
3rd Timers 12.8 3.4 5.5 1.4 
Source: Study on Elected Women Representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions based on a Nationwide Survey by AC 
Nielson ORG-MARG, Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India, New Delhi 
1st TIMERS:  Won recent election 
2nd TIMERS: Won two times in last 15 years 
3rd TIMERS:  Won all three elections in last 15 years 
 
 Majority of ERs were 1st TIMERS: this was higher in the case of females. 
 Continuity in political career was highest in case of male Pradhans. 
 
Karnataka, for instance, provided, for 25 percent reservations in their two tier Panchayati Raj system in 1987. 
This was replaced by the constitutionally mandated one third reservations in 1993. Along with the head start the 
State had in 1987, several NGOs took the lead to undertake special capacity building programmes for women 
elected representatives. Issues such as proxy participation and gender friendly budgets were discussed in small 
networks of women representatives. These small networks began to grow and share their experiences amongst 
each other. Today, the results of this subterranean movement are that 41210 seats of the 96090 seats in all 
levels of Panchayats put together are occupied by women, in spite of only 33 percent of the seats being reserved 
for them. What is more remarkable than the fact that 42.89 percent of the seats are occupied by women, is the 
category wise break up of L of these women. Of the 17859 SC elected representatives, 8222 are women; which 
is 46.04 percent. Of the 10311 ST5 elected to the Panchayats, 6672 are women; fully 64.71 percent of them. 
 
A Sarpanch in Dahod district in Gujarat said that she had proposed setting up a primary school in the village, but 
was told there was no necessity for it because there were only three children whose parents wanted it. She set 
about mobilising support for the school which was established, and came to be attended by 300 children. 
Attendance was at least partly achieved through stiff penalties for non-compliance: a fine of Rs. 600 and 6 
months in prison for the parents of those children who do not attend. It is notable that until she came to the 
Panchayat, this woman had not stepped out of the boundaries of her home, or even been a member of any other 
organization.  
 
In several States the practice of cyclic rotation of the reservation matrix once every five years is proposed to be 
slowed down, to a rotation every two or more terms. This follows the example of Tamil Nadu and gives women 
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who are elected on a reserved seat the opportunity to stand for elections again for a second term on the same 
reserved seat. 
 
It may be argued that the women members in the PRIs today are  gradually learning to adjust to the new political 
conditions. The political knowledge of women is increasing and gradually a sense of confidence is getting instilled 
in them, as they are now aware of the problems being faced by their locality.  
 
 
From Representation to Participation: Some Issues  
 
There is, however, big difference between representation and participation. It is easier to legislate representation, 
but it is rather a complex and difficult task to create conditions for participations. The proper representation does 
not automatically lead to proper participation. It is important that they are in a position to influence decision 
making and prepare and implement the schemes for economic development and social justice. 
 
Results from a nationwide survey of women’s participation in Panchayats suggest that a majority of the EWRs 
report an enhancement in their personal effectiveness and image after being elected. They also report a 
reduction in household responsibilities. There are many instances of EWR of the Panchayat taking a keen 
interest and playing a significant role in the workings of grassroots politics. It has often been observed that 
women prioritize those developmental needs that seem to be more pressing from their perspective. EWRs have 
initiated work on plans of bringing in piped water in the village and also to build schools as against infrastructural 
development favoured by men. There are number of success stories where EWRs of the Panchayats have taken 
the lead in making efforts for smokeless stoves, crèches, community halls, and have taken the initiative in family 
and matrimonial matters, counseling abusive and/or alcoholic husbands. Women are also seen to be more 
involved in monitoring the presence of teachers and medical staff in the school or health centre, and inspecting 
nutrition centres under the Integrated Child Development Scheme.  Sometimes, women-headed Panchayats 
have even experienced a dramatic increase in their revenues, sponsoring the auction of village ponds, community 
forests and village markets for the larger welfare of the community. 7  
 
A study of Karnataka by Neema Kudva (2003) reveals that the reservation for women in Panchayati Raj 
institutions in Karnataka has seen mixed results. It has made women more visible, decreased levels of corruption 
in Panchayati Raj institutions, and increased self-efficiency of women representatives. According to her “gender 
quota is a crucial aspect of strategies that seek to empower women through increased participation in the political 
system”8. Every woman who participated in the election or in the election process are getting empowered. 
Reservation has at least succeeded in bringing the womenfolk in rural India into the political forum and elected 
women could now imagine standing against men in future. 
 
Devaki Jain (1996) in her paper ‘Panchayat Raj: Women Changing Governance’ argues that reservations in 
Panchayats have changed governance system in India. She has pointed out that the enormous expansion of 
women's representation in decentralized government structures has highlighted the advantages of proximity, 
namely “the redress of grievance and most important of all the ability to mobilize struggle at a local level”. She 
has presented a case study of Karnataka where she found that the number of women that Panchayats have 
                                                          
7 Jayal, Niraja Gopal(2006) 'Engendering local democracy: The impact of quotas for women in India's panchayats', Democratization, 13: 1, 
15 — 35 
8 Kudva, Neema  International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, Vol. 16, No. 3, Toward Gender Equity: Policies and Strategies 
(Spring, 2003), pp. 445-463Published 
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brought through reservation into the political system has made a difference “The percentage of women at various 
levels of political activity has shifted dramatically as a result of this constitutional change, from 4-5 percent before 
73rd amendment to 25-40 percent after PRI. But the difference is also qualitative, because these women are 
bringing their experience in governance of civic society into governance of the State. In this way, they are making 
the State sensitive to the issues of poverty, inequality and gender injustice”.   
 
Contrary to the above study, Shiv kumar Lal (2007) in his paper ‘A Study of Issues and Challenges in 
Empowerment of Women through their Participation in the Panchayat Raj Institution:  A Case Study of Allahabad 
District of Uttar Pradesh’9 reveals that  “increased political participation of women in village panchayats does not 
have a significant bearing on women empowerment ”. His study also reveals that most of women elected 
representatives in panchayats have very minor role in decision making and mostly they are dummies.  According 
to him this is because of lack of availability of forums and lack of proper grievance redressal mechanism for 
gender related issues.  
 
Esther Duflo (2005) in her outstanding paper on ‘Why political reservations’10 critically examined whether political 
reservation is necessary for weaker section of the society as several countries including India have explicit quotas 
for disadvantaged groups to ensure their political representation.  She further pointed out that a “large body of 
literature focusing on decision making within the household has shown that women and men do different things 
and have different preferences.” She found that women and men are concerned about very different types of 
public goods. She is very skeptical about the very idea of political reservation leading to good governance.  But 
she does recognize that reservation is necessary for the weaker sections if the elected representatives focus on 
the majority needs.  According to her “the potential beneficiaries of reservations have different political 
preferences than the majority, this would not itself be sufficient to ensure that reservations have any impact as 
long as candidates can commit to a policy platform in advance.”She further stated that in the case of women it is 
seen that women policymakers provide goods whose quality and quantity match that of men, and they appear to 
be less likely to ask for bribes in return. “Despite this, villagers are less satisfied with the performance of female 
leaders than with the performance of male leaders”.   
 
Amitabh Behar and Yamini Aiyar (2003) 11  found that the growing success of networks of elected women 
representatives clearly demonstrate the significance of micro initiatives in institutionalizing the panchayat raj 
system.. “Most of these networks have been initiated as innovative capacity building strategies for elected women 
representatives. In practice, these initiatives have gone beyond their primary mandate and entered the political 
arena to engage in advocacy and negotiations with the state. In some cases the networks have directly entered 
the political mainstream and have developed as recruitment grounds for political parties”. So in this context the 
Non-governmental Organizations have a crucial role to play in bringing elected women representatives together, 
mobilizing them to form networks and providing relevant support to the networks on need basis. These networks 
need to be viewed as an important step in the direction of strengthening democracy in the country. 
                                                          
9 Lal,,Shiv kumar (2007) ‘A Study of Issues and Challenges in Empowerment of Women through Their Participation in the 
Panchayat Raj Institution:  A Case Study of Allahabad District of Uttar Pradesh” 
 
10 Duflo,Esther, (Apr. -May, 2005),  Why political reservations?, Journal of the European Economic Association, Vol. 3, No. 
2/3, Papers and Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Congress of the European Economic Association pp. 668-678 
11  Behar, Amitabh,  Yamini Aiyar, (Nov. 22-28, 2003)  Networks of Panchayat Women: Civil Society Space for Political Action Economic 




In another study Sodhi, J. S. and M. S. Ramanujam (2006)12 discussed that there are provisions for reservations 
for women, “however, such reservations do not appear to have brought about a culture of effective participation in 
the Panchyati Raj System (PRS) due to a variety of reasons such as illiteracy and poverty. Besides, the difficulty 
of such persons to change their age-old customs and practices is also an important reason for their not being  
effective in delivering development”. He suggested that as women are one of the neglected categories there 
should be a separate quorum for attendance of women and for attendance at Gram Sabha meetings and there 
must be special training for women at the Gram Sabha level. In addition to that “each village should have a 
‘Mahila Mandai’. All SC/ST/ OBC persons should be encouraged to form Self Help Groups (SHGs). These bodies 
should be used to deliberate upon development needs of the village and the implementation of the development 
schemes. They should then decide the modalities of expressing the views of the weaker sections of the society in 
the Gram Sabha meetings. Further authors emphasized the point that “political parties and social activists should 
be encouraged to create greater awareness among the women about the importance of PRIs and the need for 
active participation in Gram Sabha meetings”. 
 
Mani Shankar Aiyar (2002)13 noted that there is a special need to concentrate on training for the weaker sections 
and women. “In view of the crucial importance of adequate women's participation in meetings of the gram sabha, 
a sub-quorum of female attendance should be built into the required quorum. Moreover, provision may be made 
that the meetings of the gram sabha be preceded by meetings of the Mahila Sabha, comprising all adult women 
voters of the village panchayat, to ensure that gender concerns and preferences get fully reflected in the 
proceedings of the gram sabha.” Finally he emphasized the point to involve women in the planning process and 
consultation with the village-level mahila sabha should be built into the planning process. 
 
The paper by Kuntala Lahiri Dutt and Samanta Gopa (2002)14 discusses some of the lacuna in government 
sponsor schemes with specific reference to women. From their field work they found that the primary reason for 
the lack of performances of government sponsored schemes is due to the fact that they are devised at the top by 
some urban based experts.  Furthermore, women’s voices are rarely heard. Thus many times women are not 
decision makers and are not able to play a significant role in devising projects suitable to their needs as they 
should ideally do.  
 
The essay by Bandyopadhyay and others (2003) 15analyzed historically the roots of the basic contradictions 
which have haunted the rural self-governing institutions of India. According to him these contradictions have been 
further sharpened by the 73rd constitutional amendment. Institutional changes brought about by the73rd 
amendment have helped create a space at the grassroots level for these contradictions to be challenged by 
disadvantaged sections.  He further pointed out that due to 73rd Amendment over a million women have come out 
of their homes for the first time to hold public office and to participate in public activities. This has been the most 
effective formal step towards political empowerment of women. There are, of course, stories about how women 
representatives have been manipulated by the male folk in the family, or by the political parties and power 
groups, but there are also numerous instances of women exercising political power thereby enhancing their 
standing both in the society and in the family against heavy odds. Through this, it is not only those who get 
                                                          
12  Sodh, J. S. and M. S. Ramanujam (Jul., 2006), Panchayati Raj System: A Study in Five States of India ,Indian Journal of Industrial 
Relations, Vol. 42, No. 1 pp. 1-41 
13 Aiyar ,Mani Shankar, (Aug.  3-9, 2002),  Panchayati Raj: The Way Forward,: Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 37, No. 31  pp. 3293-
3297 
14 Dutt, Kuntala-lahiri, Gopa, (April 2002),  State initiatives for the empowerment of women of rural communities : experiences from eastern 
India, community Development Journal Vol No 2, pp- 137-156 
15 Bandyopadhyay, D. Saila K. Ghosh, Buddhadeb Ghosh (2003) Dependency versus Autonomy: Identity Crisis of India's Panchayats, 




elected are getting empowered formally and substantively  but,all the women who participated in the election or in 
the election process are also getting empowered.  
 
Some scholars like Mohanty (1995)16 have questioned the empowerment of the women as the reservations have 
not really empowered the community. According to her if reservations for women in panchayati raj institutions are 
to lead to their empowerment in real terms, social, economic and political conditions which facilitate and 
encourage their participation, need to be created. She has talked about factors affecting women’s empowerment, 
rightly pointing out the social hierarchies in Indian society where women are by and large not decision makers. 
“Their 'decisions' in most cases have been influenced by the wishes and dictates of the male family members. 
They are guided by a patriarchal social system and, therefore, are discriminated against in terms of' access to 
food and health care”. According to her even Administrators do not take much interest in the specific problems of 
women, “Women should be made aware of the deficiencies of the bureaucracy and the bureaucrats should be 
made more sensitive to the needs of women”. In sum, women have to cross many hurdles before becoming 
effective partners in the decision-making process (ibid, p.3350). 
 
Ramaswamy in her  essay  on ‘India’s Crisis of Governance: The Women’s Perspective’ (2005)17 has pointed out 
that in India women who constitute nearly half of the population occupy less than 10% of parliamentary seats. A 
Constitutional amendment for reserving seats for women in municipal councils and panchayats, has been brought 
about by the 73rd and 74th amendments. However, woman found token representation in the political sphere and 
that the public domain, though not exclusively a male preserve, is surely dominated by men. This proves that 
empowering women continues to be an elusive problem. According to her there are two sides to the maleness of 
politics. “At one level, there is the traditional patriarchal notion where politics is in the nature of a patron client 
relationship paralleling the father-son relationship. As a result of this, women are excluded from the material 
benefits that politics accrues and even if they inherit the political office  it is usually due to the absence of a male 
member. The other male aspect of politics is fraternalism seeing political experiences as expressing brotherhood 
of men” (Ibid, P.122).  The author criticized all the political parties  who are supporters of women reservation but 
they do not work for it even within their party level. She has suggested that to bring a feminine prospective in 
decision making process, there are two important requirements that have to be attempted. “First, political parties 
and its affiliated organizations ought to re-invent themselves and become more sensitive and responsive to 
women. They should not use the quota law to appoint token women with little or no power; especially in bodies 
that do not have real decision making powers. Second, there is the need to re-orient the socialization process by 
making equality the cornerstone of both societal and political culture” (ibid, p. 137).  
  
Erik Bryld (2001) 18  in his work discloses the potential and the pitfalls of increasing participation through 
decentralization by analyzing the Indian Panchayat Raj system from the field (Karnataka). It is shown how” 
technocratic regulations are not sufficient to ensure genuine empowerment for all in democratic decision-making”. 
For the successful development, empowerment of the weaker sections (SCs/STs/OBCs/Women) of society is 
needed in order to narrow the inequalities. The study from the field work in the Kolar district of Karnataka reveals 
that the “overall satisfaction with the system and the participatory level has been very impressive, but it seems to 
have had little effect on the weaker sections of society”(ibid, Pp. 155-158).  The field work also reveals that the 
majority of women’s life world forms around the private sphere while the majority of men’s life world forms around 
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the public sphere. Reservation brings women into the Panchayat office but cannot really be said to empower rural 
Indian women due to  several factors like illiteracy, language barriers, inexperience or low respect among fellow 
villagers and these are some of the main problems besetting their active participation in the decision-making. 
“Many female Panchayat members lack basic capabilities for working within this system. Their illiteracy, 
inexperience, and language barriers  deprives them from actively participating in the work of the Panchayats and 
are often ignored by male counterparts. Decentralization has not resulted in empowerment for these women” 
(Ibid, P.169). 
 
The study by Jana Everett (2009)19 in the Pune district of Maharashtra on Elected Women Representatives 
(EWRs) of  PRIs shows that in some cases, the will to empower is hijacked by lower-level government officials, 
dominant groups and women are not incorporated into local politics..” 
 
Based on a six country study the author Harry Blair (2000)20 argued that there is a significant potential for 
promoting local governments but there are some limitation in two areas that is participation and accountability. He 
pointed out that although India has conducted election periodically since Panchyati Raj has been introduced but 
intimidation and vote buying happen more in India  than in  other countries under study. In the case of 
accountability, there are scopes with serious constrains. Finally author suggested that there is “considerable 
scope for enhancing both participation and accountability at the local level. On the participation side, local 
government can bring new elements, particularly women and minorities into local politics in meaningful ways..”  
 
Another study on the women participation in  politics in local self government and corruption by Vijayalakshmi 
(2008)21 reveals that although nearly 40 per cent of the elected positions in the institutions of local government 
are occupied by women and the presence of more women in government will engender public policy, and also 
tends to reduce corruption. But the evidence shows that gender is not a significant factor in explaining levels of 
corruption. “The results also suggest that institutional measures such as accountability, risk factor and the role of 
opposition parties were crucial in explaining the levels of corruption. To consider gender as a factor in corruption 
has several limitations, unless it is seen in conjunction with the status of women in different areas of political 
space” (p.1283). 
 
The  73rd amendment gives a new direction  by guaranteeing one third Representation of Women in the 
Panchayats but  Women’s representation and presence in  panchayats has continued to be influenced by the 
same ideology and tokenism as has continued at other political levels despite the political equality guaranteed by 
the constitution. (Buch, 2000) 22 .  Buch  further found that the experience of women, their representation, 
participation, and their impact on the socio- political context are quite encouraging. There is a general conception 
that “Women have come into politics as proxy candidates and continue to be manipulated by powerful patriarchal 
elites”. But the study found that the work of a woman Chairperson of Panchayat in tribal district of Jhabua of 
Madhaya Pradesh is amazing. “Her leadership, command, confidence and clarity in dealing with the school 
teachers, Panchayat Secretary is amazing. The above example may not be sufficient to generalize but it can be 
said that reservation has provided an opportunity for women’s entry into a non-traditional space and a possibility 
for erosion of traditional gender, caste, class roles and hierarchy” (Ibid, p.8).” 
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Another very systematic study on the participation of women in political sphere shows that a more equal gender 
representation will increase policy congruence (Lindgren etl, 2009)23 . This study  has examined the highly 
debated question of whether “increasing the representation of women in important decision-making positions in 
society could be an effective means of obtaining a better match between the political preferences of the elite and 
those of the masses. The results from the empirical analysis are indeed challenging because they show that 
women are not only better equipped than men to politically represent women but also that they are better at 
representing men—and the results are shown to apply in highly different socioeconomic contexts (Ibid, 2009). 
 
Madhu Kishwar (1988)24  in her paper discussed some of the limits of rural women participation in women 
movements. According to her, there are five most important factors which limits their participation. Firstly, rural 
women in most parts of India have no independent means to support themselves and little control over family 
income even when they make major contributions to it. They are typically dependent on men of the family for 
sustenance and therefore for approval of any activity they undertake. In such a situation, it is difficult to develop a 
sense of group identity with other women, as separate and distinct from identification with the family unit. 
Secondly, Women in most parts of India, particularly in north, north-west and central India are not allowed to 
develop alliances outside the family. Alliances with men are prevented as it may compromise the woman's and 
the family's reputation, while alliances with women are also discouraged unless they are part of larger family 
alliances. Thirdly, it is  a fact that most rural women are so heavily over worked that they have no time and energy 
to put into building a movement except when men, in the interests of a larger community-based struggle, decide 
to relieve the women of some household responsibilities and free them to join in specific and limited movement 
activities. Fourthly, most rural women are deprived of elementary skills required to keep a movement alive, such 
as literacy, numeracy, some information about and exposure to the world outside. Lastly, because of these 
reasons few rural women can choose to work full time for a movement or for any organization (Ibid, PP. 2762-
2763).   
 
 An empirical study by Kaushik and Shaktawat, 25 about women’s competence in active politics and  of situation at 
the ground level in Chittorgarh district of Rajasthan  shows that there are 35 members in the District Council; out 
of these 14 members and the Zila Pramukh are women elected on the seats reserved for women as per the 
Seventy-third Amendment Act. “The study found that women’s effective participation in the Panchayati Raj or the 
latter’s usefulness for women’s rights and development will become a reality only if panchayat system itself 
operates in a principled, democratic, and meaningful way”. Hence, the need of the hour is to strengthen the 
system and involve greater people’s participation. Moreover, there is need for women to be politically mobilized 
for contesting elections and even campaigning and questioning the candidates. “For women who are already in 
the PRIs, literacy and political education programs are needed”  (ibid, P. 481). 
 
Impact of representation is not uniform as far as distribution of public goods is concern. This paper “The Politics 
of Public Good Provision: Evidence from Indian Local Governments”26 takes a preliminary look at resource 
allocation by elected village Representatives using data from three Indian states. The study suggests that overall, 
relative to non-Pradhan villages , the Pradhan's village will be allocated more public goods. The difference in 
allocation will, however, vary by type of public good. (Timothy and Pande etl, (2004) 
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This paper “Women's Participation in Decision-Making” 27   shows  that women’s problems which is due to 
ignorance of their rights which are social, political and economic, should be addressed as a common problem of 
all women. Their biggest inability is to converge to form pressure group. It is important to involve men who are 
sensitive to women issues. “The absence of women's participation in policy- and decision-making bodies has 




The illusion of Inclusion:  Limitations of rural women participation in Local Governance 
 
Heroic tales of women  battling the odds abound in media reports and research studies. It is no accident that 
many of these accounts are from those States where the Panchayat system is weak and neglected. Very often 
these individuals are heroes because of defective Panchayati Raj. On the other hand, in States where the 
framework of Panchayati Raj provides a nurturing environment for grassroots empowerment and does not inhibit 
it, one finds a larger scope for people to function effectively, without having to resort to heroism. In fact, there are 
fewer odds to battle, in these States. In such States, since Panchayati Raj itself is a winner, those within it are all 
winners, in some measure or the other. Unfortunately, research in the functioning of Panchayati Raj often falls 
prey to anecdotes. Most studies have very low value as they often have poor sample sizes and biases of 
researchers, both positive and negative, creep into the conclusions. Finally, constitutionally mandated Panchayati 
Raj is too young to throw up time series analyses of any great value.   
 
Women’s effective participation in the Panchayati Raj or the latter’s usefulness for women’s rights and 
development will become a reality only if panchayat system itself operates in a principled, self-governing, and 
significant way. It is important to strengthen the system and involve greater people’s participation. Panchayati Raj 
is often a charade in several States and political rhetoric hides their marginalization. One needs to analyse why 
such a widespread negative impression about PRIs has taken root. Much of it is a matter of selective memory 
and autosuggestion – ignore the good stories and highlight the bad. However, the functioning of Panchayats is 
quite distinct from that of higher level governments. First, being closer to the people, a lot more corruption gets 
exposed to public view and compared to corruption at higher levels. Second, while grass root level institutions 
have distinct advantages in localizing government, they also face proximate political and social pressures that 
make traditional virtues of public administration such as impartiality, neutrality and anonymity difficult to realize 
locally. Third, regardless of whether PRIs are elected on a party basis or otherwise, they are political institutions. 
Elected members have constituencies both in the geographical and socio-political sense. One cannot avoid 
legitimate aspirations to nurse constituencies in today’s context of highly competitive electoral politics and one 
must accept that there is bound to be a tendency to favour a region, a group of people or even individuals in 
developmental decision-making. Fourth, unlike legislators, PRI elected representatives are vested with executive 
authority and are empowered to take decisions having financial implications and authorize expenditure from 
public funds, decide levels of taxation, exercise power of collecting taxes and regulatory powers which are of a 
quasi-judicial character.   
 
The women participation may not be greatly enthusiastic right now but it will definitely be seen in future The issue 
of surrogate participation of women is  one of those popular notions that just refuse to fade away. Yes, in some 
circumstances, where cultural and the social system is highly patriarchal, proxy participation  continues.  
However, in circumstances where surrogate participation is seen the actual situation might be that the man might 
be playing a nurturing and consulting role, assisting the new woman entrant into the Panchayats. Further, while 
                                                          




surrogate participation might exist for the first elected term of the woman, quite often we come across situations 
where women have increasingly asserted themselves, once they have gained confidence – even winning the next 
election on their own worth, rather than as symbols of their male backers. The difficulty of many EWRs to change 
their age-old customs and practices is an important reason for their being not effective in delivering development.    
As women are still considered one of the neglected categories in some of the regions of India, there should be a 
separate quorum for attendance of women and for attendance at Gram Sabha meetings.28 In view of the crucial 
importance of adequate women's participation in meetings of the gram sabha, a sub-quorum of female 
attendance should be built into the required quorum. Moreover, provision may be made that meetings of the gram 
sabha be preceded by meetings of the Mahila Sabha, comprising all adult women voters of the village panchayat, 
to ensure that gender concerns and preferences get fully reflected in the proceedings of the gram sabha29.  In 
addition to that each village should have a ‘Mahila Mandai’and Mahila Sabhas should be  encouraged to facilitate 
women’s concerns and be raised on priorities in meetings of Gram Sabhas and Ward Sabhas. Political parties 
and social activists should be encouraged to create greater awareness among the women about the importance 
of Panchayati Raj Institutions and the need for active participation in Gram Sabha meetings. There should be a 
provision of women component plans in PRI budgets. There should be a linkage between Self-help groups and 
PRIs at all levels. Women candidates should be given an opportunity to serve full term. Even education cannot 
make much difference unless training regarding the rules of panchayati Raj is imparted. 
 
There must be special training for women at the Gram Sabha level as Women hardly get any training for capacity 
building. Most of them are ignorant about their rights and responsibilities to function as people’s representatives 
in a democratic system. There are number of training Institutions and we have training facilities, but the questions 
attached with it are: Are these training facilities adequate? Are the training programmes meaningful for the 
women from the villages; Can these training Institutions give effective and meaningful training to all the women 
getting elected every five years? Training is a continuous process and women cannot go frequently to distant  
state capitals where the SIRDs are located for training. A very important aspect of empowerment of women is 
giving them opportunities to visit and study successful programmes. Women in the villages suffer from lack of 
mobility and interaction. The women from the tribal and dalit communities need very special training for 
empowerment. They need special institutions for the same. But till today there are no institutions for this. To 
change the patriarchal mind set of our communities we have to create special awareness programmes for our 
society as a whole. There is a need to bring the concept of financial literacy as in Kerala where in every 
panchayat level financial training and proposal making trainings has been conducted for the last 10 years. This is 
very important and is needed in other parts of the country also.  
 
It is for sure that without the system of reservation women would have had no role to play in grassroots politics in 
India. As statistics show, 95% of women claimed they would never come to acquire positions in Panchayats, if 
there were no provision of reserving seats for them (Centre for Women’s Development Studies 1999). 
Reservation has at least succeeded in bringing the womenfolk in rural India into the political forum and elected 
women could now imagine standing against a man in future. The  successful EWR, now   act as kind of role 
models for the others.The  increased  proportion of the EWR has ensured the principles of justice between the 
sexes and this has certainly led to the  fulfillment of certain interests of women, which may otherwise be 
neglected.If reservations for women in panchayati raj institutions are to lead to their empowerment in real terms, 
social, economic and political conditions which facilitate and encourage their participation needs to be created.As 
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with most matters of empowerment, mere political will and articulation of policies alone will not translate into 
benefits for women. The translation into  sensitive implementation would require changes in administrative and 
social structures. Moreover a collaborative approach between the household, the community, the State, voluntary 
organizations and the media needs to be developed. The approach must also be multi-pronged, taking into 





Aiyar , Mani Shankar, (Aug.  3-9, 2002),  Panchayati Raj: The Way Forward,: Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 
37, No. 31  pp. 3293-3297 
 
Alsop, Ruth, et al, (2001),“Inclusion and Local Elected Governments: The Panchayati Raj System in India” Social 
Development Paper 37, World Bank, South Asia Region, Social Development Unit, Washington D.C.,  
 
Bandyopadhyay, D., Saila K. Ghosh, Buddhadeb Ghosh (Sep. 20-26, 2003), Dependency versus Autonomy: 
Identity Crisis of India's Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 38, No. 38, pp. 3984-3991 
 
Behar, Amitabh,  Yamini Aiyar, (Nov. 22-28, 2003)  Networks of Panchayat Women: Civil Society Space for 
Political Action Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 38, No. 47, pp. 4936-4940 
 
Bryld, E.(2001) 'Increasing Participation in Democratic Institutions Through Decentralization: Empowering Women 
and Scheduled Castes and Tribes Through Panchayat Raj in Rural India', Democratization, 8: 3,149 — 172 
 
Buch, Nirmala, (2005) “Women and Panchayats: Opportunities, Challenges and Support” – in L.C. Jain (ed.), 
Decentralization and Local Governance, New Delhi: Orient Longman. 
 
Centre for Women’s Development Studies (1999), “From Oppression to Assertion: A Study of Panchayats and Women in 
M.P., Rajasthan, and U.P.”, CWDS, New Delhi,. 
 
Chattopadhyay, Raghabendra, Esther Duflo (Feb. 28 - Mar. 5, 2004), Impact of Reservation in Panchayati Raj: 
Evidence from a Nationwide Randomised Experiment, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 39, No. 9, pp. 979-
986 
 
Duflo, Esther, (Apr. -May, 2005), Why Political Reservations? Journal of the European Economic Association, 
Vol. 3, No. 2/3, Papers and Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Congress of the European Economic 
Association, pp. 668-678 
 
Fernandes, Aureliano, Aggrandiser Government and Local Governance Economic and Political Weekly 
Vol. 38, No. 27 (Jul. 5-11, 2003), pp. 2873-2879 
 
Jain, Devaki (September 1996) Panchayat Raj: Women changing governance :Gender in Development Monograph Series 
#5, UNDP. New York, 1996 
 
Jayal, Niraja Gopal(2006) 'Engendering local democracy: The impact of quotas for women in India's panchayats', 




Kishwar Madhu (Nov. 18-24, 2000), Equality of Opportunities vs Equality of Results: Improving Women’s 
Reservation Bill Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 35, No. 47, pp. 4151-4156 
 
Mohanty, Bidyut ,(Dec. 30, 1995) ,Panchayati Raj, 73rd Constitutional Amendment and Women , Economic and 
Political Weekly, Vol. 30, No. 52 pp. 3346-3350 
 
Sodh, J. S. and M. S. Ramanujam (Jul., 2006), Panchayati Raj System: A Study in Five States of India ,Indian 
Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 42, No. 1 pp. 1-41 
 
Tiwari, Nupur ,Rethinking the Rotation Term of Reservation in Panchayats, January 31, 2009 ,Economic & 
Political Weekly 
 
The State of Panchayats: 2007-08 (An Independent Assessment) Volume – One (Thematic Report) by Institute of Rural 
Management Anand (IRMA) with the Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India, New Delhi. 
 
Study on Elected Women Representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions based on a Nationwide Survey by AC Nielson 
ORG-MARG, Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India, New Delhi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
